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Five days after Steven Guilbeault was appointed Canada's environment minister in October 2021, he headed to 
Scotland for the annual United Nations climate talks being held in Glasgow. 


But Guilbeault, who says he prefers "trains to planes whenever possible," would only agree to fly as far as London. 
His team made the remaining 555 kilometres of the journey by train, producing less than a sixth of the carbon 
dioxide than if they had flown. 


It was a sign to his slightly surprised staff that things were going to be done a little differently now that they had an 
activist in office. 


Guilbeault, 52, is the first professional environmental activist to go from lobbying the government to move faster 
against global warming to being the one controlling the speed of the bus. 


"| think that the prime minister wanted to have an activist in this position because he believes that is what is 
needed to do what we told Canadians we would do during the last election on climate, on nature, on environmental 
issues, which is to do more and to do it faster," he said in an interview. 


The appointment brought hope to his compatriots in the environmental movement. "He kind of understands what 
the scale of the challenge is," said Timothy Gray, executive director at Environmental Defence Canada. "You don't 
need to spend hours briefing him, and so that makes a huge difference." 


Since taking on the role, Guilbeault oversaw progress on at least eight major environment policy promises, 
including on electric vehicles, plastic pollution, clean electricity, updated regulations to curb methane emissions, 
clean fuel standards, an emissions cap on the oil and gas sector and the publication of a long-promised national 
adaptation strategy. 


In April, he published Canada's first national emissions reduction plan, the first to map out what needs to be done 
to meet greenhouse gas emissions targets by 2030. And in the final weeks before Christmas, Guilbeault helped 
host the world in Montreal, where 196 countries reached a landmark agreement to halt the destruction of nature. 


"This is an unprecedented rate of deploying, flexing basically, our regulatory muscles to ensure that we're both 
using carrots and sticks to to achieve our targets," he said. 
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He is quick to agree the heavy lifting isn't done. Most of his files are works in progress, with final regulations still to 
be developed or implemented. That includes making a decision on how the government will cap emissions from oil 
and gas production, which will involve more political bickering with the government of Alberta. 


He has chastised companies for raking in record profits because of the effects of the Russian invasion in Ukraine 
on world oil prices. But he has listened to their concerns, opened the door to some flexibility on targets and even 
approved a new oil production project in April - the kind of thing he had spent an entire career lobbying against. 


"The most difficult decision | had to make, by far, was Bay du Nord. There's no doubt about that," Guilbeault said. 
"That particular day was extremely difficult." The mega offshore project in Newfoundland and Labrador is expected 
to produce more than 300 million barrels of oil over its lifespan. 


Caroline Brouillette, the national policy director at Climate Action Network Canada, said its approval is proof that 
having "one of the most reputable community and environmental activists" in cabinet is not enough to prevent the 
exploitation of oil. 


"It was really a heartbreaking moment," she said, calling Guilbeault "someone who, in theory, should have said no 
to that project." 


He said while coal will disappear, every projection shows some oil and gas will be needed over the coming 
decades. This proposal followed a federal approval process, and after the required reviews it was recommended 
that Bay du Nord should proceed under strict environmental conditions, including that its emissions be net-zero by 
2050. Despite the Bay du Nord heartbreak, Brouillette said it's unlikely any other minister would have made as 
much progress in a year as Guilbeault has. 


"The amount of regulations, and which regulations we are seeing at this point, it really is a tribute to how active and 
convincing the minister has been and it needs to be highlighted," she said. 


Heading into 2023, Guilbeault expects progress on oil and gas emissions cap, clean electricity regulations, electric 
vehicle mandates and legislation to enshrine Canada's nature conservation goals into law. 


Guilbeault said his office is working with "some of Canada's foremost experts on climate and environmental 
communications to change the way we do things." 


He said there is an inherent tension in communicating a sense of urgency without depressing people. "And | think 
where we've collectively failed in our communications is helping people see the hope, and see what we're trying to 
do," he said. "And what we're trying to do is to is to build a better world for all." 
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